Introduction {#s1}
============

Shifts in patterns of precipitation and increases in temperature are two major components of ongoing climate change ([@bib40]). Manipulative experiments (e.g. field/mesocosm) and observational studies constitute the main empirical approaches typically used to forecast ecological responses to climate change ([@bib7]; [@bib46]; [@bib58]). Both can have replication and randomization, but they are clearly distinct ([@bib4]; [@bib72]). The major difference between these approaches is likely the issue of association versus causation; observational studies randomly select a sample of subjects and may find correlations between variables ([@bib67]; [@bib92]). In comparison, experimental studies can identify and confirm the potential mechanisms underlying observed responses by controlling any variable ([@bib59]) and can assess cause-effect relationships based on the direct effects of climate change on small-scale, rapid, and short-term ecological processes ([@bib15]; [@bib78]). If an experimental study is well-controlled, the factor that causes the difference can be reliably identified. In contrast, all confounding factors cannot be ruled out in observational studies.

Experimental responses are generally assumed to mimic long-term responses to climate change ([@bib52]). This assumption may be due to the similar positive responses of biomass production to both experimental and spatial gradients of increasing temperature and water availability ([@bib50]; [@bib51]; [@bib68]; [@bib88]). Recent studies, however, challenge this critical but largely unexplored assumption ([@bib9]; [@bib57]; [@bib65]; [@bib87]). Indeed, the direction and magnitude of observed impacts of climate change on ecosystems largely depend on whether the data are observational or experimental ([@bib57]; [@bib63]; [@bib73]; [@bib87]), and these discrepancies have led to debates on the relevance of results of manipulative experiments for natural communities ([@bib35]; [@bib69]). Understanding the mechanisms behind the contrasting findings of observational and experimental approaches is thus essential to accurately forecast the impacts of climate change on the structure and functioning of ecosystems from local to global scales.

Soils are intricately linked to the atmospheric climate system through biogeochemical and hydrological cycles ([@bib14]; [@bib42]; [@bib86]), hence any change in climate is expected to influence soil characteristics and vice versa. Research in the last two decades has suggested various ways in which climate change will impact soil processes and properties, with critical consequences for the biogeochemical cycles of carbon (C), nitrogen (N), and phosphorus (P) ([@bib27]; [@bib39]; [@bib76]; [@bib79]). The direction and magnitude of these impacts largely depend on changes in precipitation and temperature, which are key drivers of biogeochemical cycles. The results from these studies, however, may vary greatly depending on whether the data are from observational or experimental studies ([@bib57]; [@bib63]; [@bib73]; [@bib87]). Determining the nature of the responses of nutrient cycling to drivers of climate change identified by the two approaches is essential to accurately forecast the impacts of climate change on the availability of soil C, N, and P from local to global scales, and thus their potential impacts on ecosystem structure and functioning.

Temporal or spatial observations along environmental gradients at regional or global scales can provide important insights into the relationships between ecosystem processes and climate ([@bib23]; [@bib69]; [@bib74]). Little information from long-term historical observations of soil nutrients is available, but spatial data across natural gradients of precipitation or temperature are abundant, offering an invaluable source for understanding the impacts of climate change on natural ecosystems at long-term scales. Results from both experiments and natural observations indicate that climate change largely influences key ecosystem processes, including those involving soil nutrients ([@bib26]; [@bib74]; [@bib87]; [@bib91]). Much less is known, however, about the agreement between experimental and observational approaches for the direction and magnitude of the responses of nutrient cycling to climate change. In effect, differences in approaches are often theoretically recognized ([@bib20]; [@bib23]; [@bib43]) but have rarely been empirically evaluated and quantified.

Biodiversity--productivity relationships contain an apparent paradox: experiments that directly manipulate species diversity often report a positive effect of diversity on productivity, whereas observations of natural communities identify various productivity--diversity relationships ([@bib43]; [@bib85]). Short-term experiments of N fertilization reported nearly ubiquitous negative productivity--diversity relationships ([@bib75]). Contrasting patterns may be found for the diversity--invasibility relationship: experiments usually detect negative relationships, and field surveys find positive relationships ([@bib17]; [@bib28]). The paradox has led to debates on the relevance of the results of manipulative experiments for natural communities, and understanding the mechanisms behind the apparent conflicts is therefore a major step toward developing general theories of community processes, including those for soil nutrients. Nutrient cycling plays a fundamental role in ecosystem services such as food and fiber production, C sequestration, and climate regulation, so this knowledge gap may hamper our ability to accurately predict ecosystem functioning under climate change. Fortunately, compared with the lack of data for other ecosystem response variables (e.g. species diversity, gas exchange, and microbial attributes), a wealth of data for soil nutrients is available for testing the consistency between experimental and observational approaches.

No study, to the best of our knowledge, has directly tested the congruence of soil nutrient responses to changing regimes of precipitation or temperature obtained from experimental *vs*. observational approaches, despite the importance of soil for ecosystem functioning. We thus conducted a meta-analysis of 1421 data points from 182 experimental studies and of a total of 1346 sites from 141 studies of natural gradients around the world (see [Figure 1](#fig1){ref-type="fig"} and Supplementary References). We evaluated the similarity of the predictions from experimental and observational approaches by assessing the direction of the responses of soil nutrients to changing precipitation/temperature. Further analyses were conducted to compare the response ratios from experimental studies to changes in precipitation or temperature at the various study sites with the overall response across all observational studies as a function of precipitation, aridity and temperature. We used total nutrient concentrations because they represent long-term nutrient reservoirs in terrestrial ecosystems and are more stable than extractable nutrients in soils. Total C, N, and P concentrations generally indicate overall nutrient availability and are positively correlated with each other ([@bib8]; [@bib41]; [@bib71]). Given that temperature varies across precipitation gradients we also used aridity, which incorporates both potential evapotranspiration and precipitation.10.7554/eLife.23255.002Figure 1.Map of the experimental and observational sites used in our analyses.**DOI:** [http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.23255.002](10.7554/eLife.23255.002)

We hypothesized that short-term local manipulative experiments and large-scale observational studies identify different responses of soil nutrients to changes in climatic conditions. These differences may be due to the manner in which the entire ecosystem responds to rapid (i.e. days to months, e.g. drought) *vs*. slow (i.e. centuries to thousands of years, e.g. changes in aridity) climatic changes. The properties of ecosystems thus often respond in a simultaneous and predictive manner to slow changes in climate (e.g. plant cover, diversity, soil properties and nutrient pools), but rapid climatic changes will likely disrupt the simultaneous responses of these slowly changing processes to climate change. For example, a change in water supply in manipulative precipitation experiments in local environments (e.g. similar plant species, plant cover, or soil type) could directly influence the balance between nutrient uptake/leaching *vs*. mineralization/decomposition, particularly in arid ecosystems ([@bib1]; [@bib19]). In contrast, and in addition to precipitation, abiotic factors (such as temperature and soil age and taxonomy) and vegetation co-vary simultaneously along a precipitation gradient. For example, increases in aridity across a gradient often lead to reductions in the diversity and cover of vascular plants, rates of litter decomposition, and availability of C and N ([@bib21]; [@bib44]), all of which co-evolve over millennia ([@bib24]; [@bib49]). All these co-varying factors likely affect the processes involved in the cycling and storage of soil C, N, and P. We thus posit that short-term local manipulative experiments could provide useful information for predicting shifts in soil processes in response to rapid changes in climate (from years to decades, e.g. drought), such as those we are facing today. In contrast, observational studies might provide unique information for understanding the response of soil processes to long-term changes in climate (from centuries to thousands of years, e.g. increases in aridity \[[@bib38]\]).

As stated above, the contrasting findings between manipulative experiments and observational studies may be due to the timescale, because the former have typically been performed at short temporal scales in relatively homogeneous environments to maximize experimental control, whereas the latter have usually been established over largely spatial gradients that reflect long-term adjustments of ecosystems to local climate ([@bib47]). Given that the availabilities of soil nutrients reflect both short- and long-term changes in climate, soil and ecosystem development ([@bib83]), we hypothesized, therefore, that experimental and observational studies would not produce similar results for soil nutrients in response to climate change.

Results {#s2}
=======

Contrasting responses of soil total C, N, and P concentrations were found between experimental and observational studies. The responses of soil total C, N, and P concentrations generally differed between paired manipulative experiments and environmental gradients ([Figures 2](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}--[4](#fig4){ref-type="fig"}, [Figure 2---figure supplement 1](#fig2s1){ref-type="fig"}). Overall, adding water in experiments decreased soil N, P, and C concentrations by 5.4, 9.3, and 2.7%, respectively (non-significantly for C). In contrast, N concentration increased with precipitation across environmental gradients. The enhanced effects of increasing precipitation on C and P concentrations were not significant ([Figure 2](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}). Experimental drought treatments significantly increased the concentrations of C, N, and P by 6.1, 17.9, and 6.8%, respectively. Soil N and P concentrations decreased with increasing aridity and C concentration did not change significantly when precipitation was replaced by aridity. The aridity-related patterns were opposite to those observed in manipulative drought experiments ([Figure 3](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}).10.7554/eLife.23255.003Figure 2.Responses of soil (**a**) C, (**b**) N, and (**c**) P concentrations to wetting by using response ratios in manipulative experiments and slopes in precipitation gradient observations.Symbols with error bars show the mean response ratios or slopes with 95% confidence intervals. Plus (+) and minus (--) signs represent positive and negative means, respectively. Green symbols are positive and red symbols are negative means whose confidence intervals do not include zero. 'Multiple' indicates results from studies conducted across an environmental gradient for multiple types of ecosystems or soils. Manipulative experiments are on the left and gradient observations are on the right of each panel. Numbers indicate the number of studies used in each case.**DOI:** [http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.23255.003](10.7554/eLife.23255.003)10.7554/eLife.23255.004Figure 2---figure supplement 2.Response of soil C:N, C:P and N:P to precipitation, temperature and aridity in manipulative experiments (**a**) and gradient observations (**b**).Aridity is defined as 1--AI, where AI, the ratio of precipitation to potential evapotranspiration, is the aridity index. Symbols with error bars show the mean response ratios with 95% confidence intervals. Symbols are colored according to significant differences. Green symbols with a plus sign (+) and pink symbols with a minus sign (--) represent positive and negative differences, respectively. Due to limited sample size, we do not present differences among ecosystem or soil types.**DOI:** [http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.23255.004](10.7554/eLife.23255.004)10.7554/eLife.23255.005Figure 3.Responses of soil (**a**) C, (**b**) N, and (**c**) P concentrations to drying by using response ratios in manipulative drought experiments and slopes in aridity gradient observations.Aridity is defined as \[maximum AI in the data set -- AI\], where AI is the aridity index, the ratio of precipitation to potential evapotranspiration. Same symbols and explanations as in [Figure 2](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}.**DOI:** [http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.23255.005](10.7554/eLife.23255.005)10.7554/eLife.23255.006Figure 4.Responses of soil (**a**) C, (**b**) N, and (**c**) P concentrations to warming by using response ratios in manipulative temperature experiments and slopes in temperature gradient observations.Same symbols and explanations as in [Figure 2](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}.**DOI:** [http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.23255.006](10.7554/eLife.23255.006)

Responses to changes in temperature also differed between experimental and observational studies. Experimental warming generally increased the concentrations of C, N, and P, especially that of N ([Figure 4](#fig4){ref-type="fig"}). In contrast, these concentrations tended to decrease along gradients of increasing mean annual temperature ([Figure 4](#fig4){ref-type="fig"}). Similar results were found for temperature-related changes in C, N, and P concentrations across different types of ecosystems or soils: patterns were inconsistent between manipulative experiments and environmental gradient observations for the same climate-change factor of precipitation or temperature ([Figures 2](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}--[4](#fig4){ref-type="fig"}).

Cross-study analyses found that response ratios varied between experimental studies along climatic gradients. The response ratio of soil C concentration increased quadratically with mean annual precipitation in water-addition experiments, but decreased non-significantly with precipitation in drought experiments ([Figure 5](#fig5){ref-type="fig"}). The response ratios of N and P concentrations in manipulative precipitation experiments were not significantly correlated with mean annual precipitation. The response ratio of P concentration in drought experiments decreased with precipitation ([Figure 5](#fig5){ref-type="fig"}). This relationship, however, was mainly dependent on two data points ([Figure 5](#fig5){ref-type="fig"}) and disappeared when they were removed (*R*^2^ = 0.01, p=0.84). The response ratio of C concentration in warming experiments was linearly correlated with mean annual temperature. Unimodal curves best described the relationships between the response ratio of N and P concentrations in warming experiments and mean annual temperature. At low to moderate levels, mean annual temperature increased the response ratio of P concentrations.10.7554/eLife.23255.007Figure 5.Results of regression analysis for the response ratio (lnRR) in relation to mean annual precipitation and temperature in manipulative experiments of study sites.Details of the fitted models are given within each panel.**DOI:** [http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.23255.007](10.7554/eLife.23255.007)

In the cross-study analyses of all observational studies, climatic data (temperature and precipitation) collectively explained \~30% of the variation in soil total C, N, and P concentrations. Soil and ecosystem types were also strong drivers of total C, N, and P concentrations. When all data were included, the variables of climate, aridity, and type of ecosystem and soil accounted for \~63--77% of the variation observed in the C, N, and P concentrations ([Table 1](#tbl1){ref-type="table"}). Soil C, N and P concentrations, based on all observations from the observational studies, changed quadratically with mean annual precipitation and temperature ([Figure 6](#fig6){ref-type="fig"}). Both C and N concentration were significantly and positively correlated with mean annual precipitation but negatively correlated to aridity. Soil P was negatively correlated with precipitation but was not significantly correlated with the aridity. Soil C, N and P were quadratically correlated to with temperature. Similar but clearer patterns were found between soil nutrients and climate variables when only considering the controls from all experiments ([Figure 7](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}). Soil P concentrations increased at low level of precipitation but decreased at high level of precipitation. Neither C nor N were significantly correlated with precipitation. In contrast, soil C, especially N and P, significantly decreased with aridity. Soil C and N were negatively correlated with temperature but soil P was positively correlated with temperature.10.7554/eLife.23255.008Figure 6.Results of regression analysis for the soil carbon, nitrogen, and phosphorus concentrations in relation to gradients of mean annual precipitation, aridity and temperature in observational studies.Details of the fitted models are given within each panel. Aridity is defined as \[maximum AI in the data set -- AI\], where AI is the aridity index, the ratio of precipitation to potential evapotranspiration.**DOI:** [http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.23255.008](10.7554/eLife.23255.008)10.7554/eLife.23255.009Figure 7.Results of regressionanalyses for the soil carbon, nitrogen, and phosphorus concentrations with gradients of mean annual precipitation, aridity and temperature using the controls from experiments.Details of the fitted models are given within each panel. Aridity is defined as \[maximum AI in the data set -- AI\], where AI is the aridity index, the ratio of precipitation to potential evapotranspiration.**DOI:** [http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.23255.009](10.7554/eLife.23255.009)10.7554/eLife.23255.010Table 1.*R*^2^ values of multiple regression analyses of soil carbon, nitrogen, and phosphorus concentrations for the observational studies. Abbreviations: T, mean annual temperature; P, mean annual precipitation; A, aridity; S, FAO soil classification; E, type of ecosystem. Letter combinations indicate which explanatory terms are included in a model. Values in bold indicate significant effects (p\<0.05).**DOI:** [http://dx.doi.org/10.7554/eLife.23255.010](10.7554/eLife.23255.010)\[C\]\[N\]\[P\]T**0.0510.0120.018**P**0.2220.0610.007**A**0.3190.181**0.001S**0.3340.1790.107**E**0.4200.2150.158**TP**0.3420.1900.035**TA**0.3310.2010.070**TS**0.4940.2520.248**TE**0.5090.2880.285**PA**0.3860.2130.018**PS**0.5620.2300.166**PE**0.5100.2700.156**AS**0.4920.3490.212**AE**0.5140.3400.261**SE**0.7000.3500.359**TPA**0.4240.2850.115**TPS**0.6850.3490.322**TPE**0.5830.3580.322**TAS**0.5690.4500.361**TAE**0.5660.4460.374**TSE**0.7580.4110.484**PAS**0.5640.4180.256**PAE**0.5770.4320.307**PSE**0.7430.4090.418**ASE**0.6710.5540.479**TPAS**0.6210.5110.469**TPAE**0.6170.5420.434**TPSE**0.7990.4930.562**TASE**0.7300.6680.582**PASE**0.7260.6320.542**TPASE**0.7710.7270.629**

Discussion {#s3}
==========

Our findings provide evidence that manipulative experiments and observational studies conducted along environmental gradients identify contrasting correlations of soil C, N, and P concentrations with changes in precipitation and temperature. Data from short-term manipulative experiments may therefore not always agree with long-term gradient data. The contrasting results observed may be the consequence of the timescale that applies to local and large scales in terrestrial ecosystems. Our analyses suggest that soil nutrients should respond differently to experimental short-term warming and drought, but if climatic conditions continue to change, the responses might progressively become more similar to those derived from environmental gradients due to ecosystem adaptation to climate change and to the co-evolution of multiple soil properties and plant features ([@bib61]). Our analyses highlight the need to further explore the underlying mechanisms of the inconsistent patterns in the two approaches and to determine the scenarios under which each is more likely to provide relevant insights when assessing the responses of ecosystems to climate change.

It is increasingly clear that precipitation provoked by climate change will alter nutrient cycles, although these responses induced by rainfall may vary among ecosystems and soils ([@bib45]; [@bib70]; [@bib90]). The increased water availability with higher rainfall boosts microbial activity and plant-nutrient uptake, and hence nutrient cycling. In contrast, a drier climate reduces microbial nutrient uptake but increases the availability of soil nutrient, leading to an accumulation of nutrients. This higher nutrient pool in soil, however, may increase the risk of nutrient loss by leaching or erosion, leading to a short- to middle-term nutrient impoverishment ([@bib54]; [@bib66]). The decrease in soil N and P concentrations we found in manipulative precipitation experiments can thus be attributed to changes in the balance between nutrient inputs (e.g. litter decomposition) and outputs (e.g. leaching and emission of gases to the atmosphere) ([@bib3]; [@bib12]; [@bib18]; [@bib89]). For example, experimentally elevated precipitation significantly increased N~2~O fluxes by volatilization and denitrification in an annual grassland ([@bib62]), especially in combination with N addition and warming ([@bib10]). Moreover, adding water can stimulate plant growth, particularly in drylands, and can thereby lead to increased sequestration of nutrients in plant biomass, which could be another mechanism for the decrease in soil N and P concentrations observed in water-addition experiments.

In contrast, gradients of increasing precipitation are associated with an increase in soil total N. Accumulation/decomposition of organic matter, hence the import/export of 'new/old' organic matter, are controlled by many climatic factors, soil physical and chemical conditions, and vegetation type and productivity. All these factors vary simultaneously across precipitation gradients, and probably contribute to the observed inconsistent pattern when compared to experimental observations. Increasing aridity often leads to a strong reduction in plant cover ([@bib80]), leading to reduced inputs of plant litter and rates of decomposition, so less N is released. Moreover, increases in aridity often lead to strong increases in sandy fractions, reducing the capacity of soil to retain organic matter. N losses can thus be important both in wet (mainly by leaching) and dry (mainly hydrologic losses and atmospheric emission, especially fire-induced N losses by denitrification) sites ([@bib2]; [@bib29]; [@bib55]), leading to lower levels of soil C and N and to a lesser extent of P in drier systems ([@bib21]). Dry sites often fix substantial amounts of N (cyanobacteria are actually promoted by these conditions), but total N decreases with aridity because of the strong reduction in plant cover (hence in litter production and decomposition) and the common increase in coarse textured fractions (together with fewer plants and more sand, leading to higher N leaching in response to extreme events).

Interestingly, P concentrations responded less than N concentrations to changes in precipitation and temperature. Many reasons may account for this disconnection between climate and soil P across environmental gradients. For example, soil P is strongly linked to soil type and bedrock availability. Two sites with a similar climate may thus have a naturally different amount of soil total P. Soil P is also highly influenced by soil age. P is thus highly limited in ancient soils, primarily caused by P depletion due to prolonged weathering over millennia, even though soil P is often bound in complexes with Al, Ca, Fe, or allophane clay in young soils that contain an abundance of total P but where P is poorly available ([@bib83]; [@bib84]). We did not control for soil age in our study, which may also account for the noisy relationship between soil P and climatic gradients. In addition, vegetation type may strongly influence the availability of P in soils. For example, in P-limited ecosystems, whether ancient, P-impoverished soils or young, potentially fertile soils (rich in total P, but with low P availability), plant species (e.g. Proteaceae family in Australan soils) with cluster roots, cluster-like roots, or dauciform roots that exude large amounts of P-mobilizing carboxylates (organic anions) may promote P mobilization and thus act as engineers and/or facilitators in ecosystems by converting poorly available P to more readily available forms and by enhancing P uptake of neighboring plants ([@bib48]; [@bib64]). The lack of explicit control of the identity of plant species in our analyses may explain part of the noise in the soil P--climate relationship. The finding that the concentration of soil P was less affected by climate than those of C and N that are strongly controlled by the activity of organisms, and hence by climate, was not surprising, for the reasons presented above.

Differences between observational and experimental studies evaluating biodiversity--productivity relationships could be understandable because the artificial selection of component species in short-term manipulative experiments can lead to a 'sampling' or 'positive selection' effect, whereby randomly selecting a more productive species is more likely in more diverse treatments ([@bib77]). Similarly, the contrasting patterns we found between observational and experimental studies might be because climate change tends to have a direct and simple effect on soil nutrients in the relatively homogenous environments that characterize small-scale manipulative experiments conducted at a single field site, but the direct and simple effect tends to be overwhelmed by the environmental heterogeneity (e.g. spatial variation in soil nutrient concentration) that characterizes large-scale observational studies. The hypothesis of environmental heterogeneity proposed in conceptual models for biodiversity--productivity relationships ([@bib33]) and the differences in spatial scale driving the invasion paradox ([@bib28]) could also possibly explain the contrasting patterns observed in our study.

The responses of nutrient cycling to temperature, as with precipitation, differed between experimental and observational approaches. The increased soil N concentration but non-significant response of P concentration observed in warming experiments may be due to sustained increases in net N mineralization and nitrification ([@bib11]; [@bib56]) with warming observed in diverse ecosystems. Our meta-analysis of soil nutrients indicated that experimental warming increased the N:P ratio by 8.6% ([@bib91]), again suggesting different responses of N and P concentrations to climate change. Biological activity in an ecosystem, especially in temperate areas, increases under warming, which can increase soil N stocks (due to more N fixation) and uptake by microbes. Similar responses are more difficult for P, because its concentration in soil is less regulated by biological processes. Increases in temperature in drylands, however, are often associated with reductions in water availability, which can promote N limitation due to impaired microbial N cycling in soil ([@bib37]).

Timescale is likely a key reason for the differences between observational and experimental studies. Experiments essentially measure the initial stages of the effect of a sudden change in climate on ecosystems (e.g. +3.5°C of temperature) so that slowly changing properties of ecosystems (e.g. plant cover and soil properties) do not have enough time to co-evolve with this climatic change. In contrast, observational field studies measure ecosystems with a history over an unknown period, perhaps decades, centuries, or even millennia or more. Field experiments suddenly submit one community to conditions different than those to which it is adapted, whereas observations compare different communities that have evolved in different conditions. The community is stressed by experiments but is on its optimal environment along gradients. We cannot therefore expect equal responses. Experimental studies thus provide information about the extent to which the vegetation can support a sudden change, whereas observational gradient studies provide information about evolutionary responses.

The difference between observational and experimental studies may diminish if manipulative experiments are allowed to run for a sufficiently long time, because long-term interactions within communities may likely adjust soil nutrients towards those seen in natural communities. The time, however, should be of a magnitude that allows species substitutions in treatment plots to reach results similar to those along a comparable gradient, which would be impossible on human timescales. For example, if we apply a drought experiment to a beech forest in northern Germany and compare it with a level of drought equivalent to that of a semi-Mediterranean *Quercus ilex* forest in southern France, we must give sufficient time to the experimental drought plots to reach results similar to those of an observational gradient study to allow a *Q. ilex* community to replace the beech forest, which would not occur within a reasonable time for experimental studies. Most manipulative experiments are typically short-term, generally no more than a few growing seasons, so we do not know whether experimental studies of much longer duration would lead to response patterns that are more similar to those from observational studies. [@bib32] found that soil organic C in a 23 year warming experiment in montane grassland of Colorado Rockies declined by 25% during the first six years and increased thereafter until it reached approximately its preheating level in the 23th year of warming. Furthermore, observational studies may often not have been designed as climate change studies, allowing potential confounding effects to influence the results. Perhaps the most striking result would be the change of the vegetation composition along gradients (e.g. colonization by legumes could affect soil N irrespective of precipitation, drought or temperature). The effect on soil nutrients observed in manipulative experiments may thus represent the 'true' effect of rapid climate change, so experimental studies clearly produce more consistent results than observational studies. Notably, the responses of soil nutrients in short-term manipulative experiments within a single field may not necessarily apply to long-term manipulative experiments possibly due to an adjustment of the plant species to the altered environmental conditions that decrease the effect size in the long-term. Our findings thus highlight the importance of comparing short- and long-term effects side by side when forecasting the responses of an ecosystem to climate change.

In summary, our analyses suggest that experimental and observational approaches identify contrasting responses of soil nutrients to climate change. Manipulative experiments, likely indicating short-term responses (months to years) prior to coincidental shifts in plant and microbial compositions that could counteract short-term responses, may be better predictors of the near-term impacts of climate change on soil nutrients. Observations along spatial gradients may thus be more indicative of changes over longer timescales (centuries to millions of years) when multiple aspects of the ecosystem have had a chance to adjust. The responses of soil nutrients found in experimental studies may reflect a 'true' short-term and rapid effect of climate change, whereas spatial variation in environmental factors in large-scale gradient observations is likely to heterogeneously influence climate-nutrient relationships, thus supporting the hypothesis of environmental heterogeneity ([@bib22]; [@bib33]) in explaining the discrepancy in climate--nutrient patterns between experimental and observational studies. These differences clearly alert us to the risk of misinterpreting short-term experimental results and long-term observations due to the different timescales involved in each of them, especially at broad geographical scales that are structured by multiple internal and external drivers. Manipulative experiments and environmental gradient observations are both valuable, but we still need to recognize the inferential limitations of these two commonly used approaches and interpret their results cautiously. Experimental studies reproduce the conditions expected in the coming decades, thus simulating very fast rates of change that do not permit a shift in the distribution of vegetation, so experimental studies clearly produce more consistent results than observational studies. Experimental studies give us information about the extent to which the vegetation can support a sudden change whereas gradient observational studies give us information about the evolutionary responses of ecosystems to different conditions. Our study fills a critical knowledge gap and further suggests that both experimental and observational data are necessary to properly assess the responses of nutrient cycling to climate change.

Materials and methods {#s4}
=====================

The studies included in our meta-analysis were identified by searching the databases of the Institute for Scientific Information's Web of Science, PubMed, Google Scholar, and JSTOR for 1945--2015 using combinations of the following keywords: 'manipulative experiment', 'soil carbon/nitrogen/phosphorus', 'climate change', and 'gradient' (a list of the selected studies is presented in the Supplementary References). Criteria for inclusion in our meta-analysis for manipulative experiments included (1) a report of at least one variable of soil C/N/P concentration in both manipulated and control groups, (2) the ability to calculate, the mean, standard deviation and sample size of reported C/N/P concentrations, and (3) the study was conducted in natural or semi-natural ecosystems (i.e. only non-agricultural ecosystems). The criteria for the gradient studies included (1) a report of differences in C/N/P concentration, and (2) data derived from field investigations, excluding data from studies in which environmental factors were manipulated or controlled. Only studies that reported total C, N, or P concentration using similar techniques of chemical analyses were included in our meta-analysis. We chose the data for which C concentration was determined by dichromate-acid digestion, N concentration was measured by the Kjeldahl method, and P concentration was determined colorimetrically ([@bib13]).

In addition to collecting published data for the meta-analysis of observational studies, we collected and analyzed soil samples from a field observational study conducted at 65 sites along a 3500 km precipitation gradient in temperate grasslands of Inner Mongolia, China. These sites were in arid, semi-arid, and dry sub-humid areas covering a wide climatic spectrum. The average Mean Annual Temperature (MAT) across the 65 sites was 2.1°C, with a tendency for higher temperatures in the southwest. Mean Annual Precipitation (MAP) decreased from 457 to 154 mm y^−1^, suggesting a transition from a humid to an arid climate. The corresponding summer rainfall (May to September) during the growing season varied from 404 to 133 mm y^−1^. This precipitation gradient can also be viewed as an aridity or temperature gradient due to the close relationship among aridity, precipitation, and temperature in this region. We collected 15 soil samples from the 0--30 cm layer at each site with a soil corer (5 cm in diameter). The samples were taken to the laboratory, air-dried, and sieved for the analyses of C, N, and P concentrations. Organic-C concentration was determined colorimetrically following dichromate oxidation by boiling a mixture of potassium dichromate and sulfuric acid. Total N concentration was measured using Kjeldahl acid digestion. Total P concentration was determined by hydrolysis with sulfuric acid ([@bib13]). We also used published and unpublished data from 259 dryland sites from all continents except Antarctica provided by two of our co-authors (Delgado-Baquerizo and Maestre). These included the 224 sites that were used in [@bib53] plus additional sites from Australia, Kenya, Botswana, Ghana, and Burkina Faso. Soil samples at these sites were collected as described by [@bib53]. These original observational data were used in the same way as the meta-data collected from the literature. Our data thus covered a range of types of terrestrial ecosystems, including arctic tundra, forests, and grasslands. Forests were subdivided into boreal, temperate/subtropical, and tropical forests. Boreal forests included forests between 46 and 66°N, tropical forests included forests between 23.5°S and 23.5°N, and temperate/subtropical forests included forests between the tropical and boreal latitudes. Grasslands were also subdivided into temperate and tropical grasslands/savannas based on a latitudinal threshold of 23.5°N or S.

All meta-data were extracted from the text, tables, figures, and appendices of the original publications. When data were presented graphically, numerical data were extracted with Image-Pro Plus 7.0 (Media Cybernetics, Inc., Rockville, MD, USA). Measurements from different ecosystem types and treatment levels within a study were considered as independent observations. Different sites within the same study have the same climate, so the results from different sites within each study are not independent. We deal with the lack of independence following the approach of [@bib82] who compared the results of the analysis of the complete database with those from the analyses of a reduced database formed by one randomly selected data point per experimental study, or geographic location in the case of multisite studies. All data can be confidently included in the analysis if mean effect sizes are similar and the bias-corrected 95% bootstrap confidence interval (CI) overlaps between the complete and reduced databases. This approach has been successfully applied in many ecological meta-analyses (e.g. [@bib25]; [@bib30]).

The data set included 182 experimental precipitation/warming studies and 141 studies (including the two own studies mentioned above) of natural precipitation/temperature gradients from around the world (Supplementary References). We used WorldClim (<http://www.worldclim.org>) ([@bib36]) to get temperature/precipitation data for 1950--2000 using the R package '*raster*' based on the latitude and longitude of the sites. We used MAT and MAP in our analyses because they could be both derived from WorldClim, whereas climate data for individual growing seasons of various regions were not available. We also used aridity for our modeling, because aridity across large temperature gradients incorporates both potential evapotranspiration and precipitation and is thus more meaningful than precipitation alone. The aridity index (AI) is the ratio of MAP to mean annual potential evapotranspiration (MAE). MAP values were obtained from WorldClim. Potential evapotranspiration (PET) layers were estimated based on monthly averages from Global-PET (<http://www.cgiar-csi.org>) ([@bib93]) and were aggregated to obtain MAE. The AI decreases as aridity increases and is generally correlated with climatic characters such as rainfall and temperature. To facilitate the interpretation of our results, we substituted the AI by aridity, estimated as \[maximum AI in the data set -- AI\], which increases with decreasing MAP (*R*^2^ = 0.68, p\<0.001). Aridity, as a negative substitute for AI, had an opposite relationship, i.e. AI was positively correlated with MAP, with the same *R*^2^ and *P* value. Aridity might be more appropriate than precipitation for the observational gradients in which temperature also varies. This index, however, is not suitable for manipulative experiments in which it does not vary accordingly. Given that the purpose of our analyses was to identify the similarities and differences of responses to precipitation and temperature between observational gradients and manipulative experiments, we chose precipitation over aridity for the comparison of experimental studies. Soil types, classified using the FAO-UNESCO classification system, were derived from the Harmonized World Soil Database version 1.21 released in 2012 by the FAO ([@bib6]).

In the case of manipulative experimental studies, we examined the effects of treatments of climate change on soil elements by calculating response ratios for each study as described by [@bib34]. All nutrient ratios were log-transformed to achieve normality before conducting these analyses. The natural-log response ratio (ln*RR*) was calculated as ln(*X~e~*/*X~c~*) *=* ln*X~e~*− ln*X~c~*, where *X~e~* and *X~c~* are the responses of each observation in the experimental treatment and the control, respectively. The corresponding sampling variance for each ln*RR* was calculated as ln\[(1/*n*~e~) × (*S*~e~/*X*~e~)^2^ + (1/*n*~c~) × (*S*~c~/*X*~c~)^2^\] using the R package '*metafor*' 1.9--8 ([@bib81]), where *n*~e~, *n*~c~, *S*~e~, *S*~c~, *X~e~*, and *X~c~* are sample sizes, standard deviations, and mean responses in the treatment and control, respectively. ln*RR* for individual and combined treatments was determined by specifying studies as random-effects factor using the *rma* model in '*metafor*'. The effects of increased/decreased precipitation and warming treatments on soil minerals were considered significant if the 95% CI of ln*RR* did not overlap zero. We evaluated the relationships between ln*RR* and precipitation and temperature at the different experimental sites (not precipitation and temperature in the experimental treatments at each particular site) using linear, quadratic, and non-linear (logarithmic, power, and exponential) functions. When two or more functions were significant (p\<0.05), we selected the function that maximized *R*^2^. Regression analyses were conducted with SigmaPlot 12.5 (Systat Software Inc., San Jose, CA, USA). *P* values were not adjusted for multiple testing, because this approach can be overly conservative ([@bib31]).

For the observational studies, we calculated the response of the soil C, N, and P concentrations across precipitation or temperature gradients by estimating the changes in C, N, and P concentrations for each study based on the slopes of the regression lines for the C, N, and P concentrations and precipitation or temperature from a simple linear model. The slopes were then analyzed using a mixed-effects model, with region as a random effect to account for geographic clustering of the study sites. The CI of the resulting grand-mean slope was calculated by parametric bootstrapping using the *bootMer* function in the '*lme4*' package for R ([@bib5]) with 1000 simulations and the default parametric bootstrap over both random effects and residual errors for an unconditional CI. We could predict the direction and magnitude of an effect with 95% CI error bars based on the parametric bootstrap. The effects of increased/decreased precipitation and temperature on soil minerals could be considered significant if the 95% CI did not overlap zero.

Parametric bootstrapping across data sets (observational *vs*. experimental studies) was not feasible, so effect size between manipulative experiments and gradient observations could not be formally compared using statistical tests ([@bib5]; [@bib26]; [@bib60]). However, even though magnitudes of effects could not be compared statistically, the directions of effects between the two approaches could be compared.

In addition to the meta-analysis explained above, a single multiple regression analysis with a backward stepwise procedure was used to examine the overall patterns of responses of C, N, and P concentrations to multiple climatic (MAT and MAP) and soil variables simultaneously across all the different observational gradients combined. Regression models were developed with increasing numbers of independent variables. The models labelled 'TPASE' included climatic variables (MAT, MAP and aridity), soil classification, and ecosystem as explanatory variables. Overall model significance and goodness-of-fit were judged using the likelihood ratio statistic and assessing changes in Akaike's information criterion scores. Two models were considered different when the change in Akaike's information criterion was \>2 for the descriptive ability of the final model over the alternatives ([@bib16]). All statistical analyses were performed in R 3.2.4 (R Foundation for Statistical Computing, Vienna, Austria; <http://www.R-project.org/>, RRID: [SCR_001905](https://scicrunch.org/resolver/SCR_001905)).
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In the interests of transparency, eLife includes the editorial decision letter and accompanying author responses. A lightly edited version of the letter sent to the authors after peer review is shown, indicating the most substantive concerns; minor comments are not usually included.

Thank you for submitting your article \"Experimental and observational studies find contrary responses to climate change\" for consideration by *eLife*. Your article has been reviewed by three peer reviewers, one of whom, Bernhard Schmid (Reviewer \#1) is a member of Board of Reviewing Editors, and the evaluation has been overseen by Ian Baldwin as the Senior Editor. The following individuals involved in review of your submission have agreed to reveal their identity: Hans Lambers (Reviewer \#2); Leuzinger Sebastian (Reviewer \#3).

The reviewers have discussed the reviews with one another and the Reviewing Editor has drafted this decision to help you prepare a revised submission.

Summary:

This paper provides results from two substantial meta-analyses about effects of global change on soil nutrients. In the first, response ratios of C, N and P to experimentally simulated precipitation, drought or warming from 182 studies are analyzed (E1). In the second, regression slopes of C, N and P in response to 141 naturally occurring gradients in precipitation, drought or temperature are analyzed (O1). Different responses between experimental (E1) and observational studies (O1) are related to short- vs. long-term effects, but other explanations must also be discussed. In further analyses response ratios from experimental studies are plotted as a function of precipitation or temperature at the different studies sites (E2) and the overall response across all observational studies is analyzed as a function of temperature, precipitation, aridity, soil and ecosystem type (O2). If included in the paper, these further analyses must be fully discussed.

Essential revisions:

The reviewers agree that the data and analyses are great but the introduction and especially the interpretation lack precision and depth. These are aspects that can be improved with additional study in a revision.

1\) A major point is the comparison between experimental and observational studies. These differ for principal reasons that should be outlined in the introduction, for example referring to similar comparisons in the area of biodiversity-productivity relationships or invasion-biodiversity relationships. Comparisons in these two areas have also sometimes found contrasting responses that could be related to different cause-effects relationships. For the present manuscript, time scale is one among several potential reasons for the differences between observational and experimental studies. For example, we do not know whether experimental studies of much longer duration would lead to response patterns that are more similar to those from observational studies. A caveat of the observational studies used in the meta-analysis is that often they may not have been designed as climate change studies, allowing potential confounding effects to influence results. Perhaps the most striking one would be the change of the vegetation composition along gradients (e.g. if legumes come in this could affect soil N irrespective of precipitation, drought or temperature). This caveat should be mentioned along with the potential confounding effects which might be as important as the difference in time-scale between experimental and observational studies. In this context, it is clear that experimental studies give more consistent results than observational studies.

To better justify that the contrasting results between E1 and O1 may indeed be due to different time-scales and not to the problem of reversed causalities or third variables in observational studies, you should provide focused hypotheses for E1 and O1. Rather than hypothesizing \"that different mechanisms are involved\", you should suggest those mechanisms and back these suggestions up with references. You should then come back to these mechanisms and discuss them in more detail in the Discussion, using/reviewing for example what the authors of those studies that entered the meta-analysis had suggested.

2\) The cross-study analyses E2 and O2 could help to interpret the differences between experimental and observational studies. However, these cross-study analyses have to be better introduced and justified. Again, you should suggest specific hypotheses and then interpret the results along those hypotheses. In the manuscript, you should make it clear when which analyses are being presented: E1 (response ratios), E2 (variation in response ratios across studies), O1 (regression slopes for single gradients), O2 (regressions across studies) all in the Materials and methods section and Results section.

3\) [Figure 1](#fig1){ref-type="fig"} should be simplified or omitted. As it stands there are many potential problems with this figure and several arrows could be added or reversed. For example, where an arrow goes from photosynthesis to plant growth, this implies that it is the process of photosynthesis that is affected by temperature and water availability, and that this then affects plant growth. Physiologists have known for a long time that growth is far more sensitive to water availability and temperature than photosynthesis is. Photosynthesis responds, because it is affected by growth (feedback). The way the link is presented between the two processes is fundamentally wrong, but it is also not relevant for your paper to include photosynthesis and stomatal activity in the figure because you do not talk about it. Additionally, many other compartments without further use in the paper could be combined. What do you mean by \"Other climates\"?

More attention should be given to terminology throughout the paper. For example, the sentence starting in the Discussion section paragraph three tells us that \"higher plant productivity\" results from \"higher accumulation of biomass\". Say precisely what you mean by these terms.

4\) The title could be more specific by saying \"soil nutrient responses\" instead of only \"responses\". The word \"contrary\" could be replaced by \"contrasting\", reflecting a more in-depth discussion in the paper of the reasons why it was to be expected that experimental and observational studies should provide different insights into responses to climate change. The paper will have a higher impact if it helps to resolve rather than simply state a contrast. The short running title should better reflect the main work.

\[Editors\' note: further revisions were requested prior to acceptance, as described below.\]

Thank you for resubmitting your work entitled \"Experimental and observational studies find contrasting soil nutrient responses to climate change\" for further consideration at *eLife*. Your revised article has been evaluated by Ian Baldwin (Senior editor) and Bernhard Schmid (Reviewing editor).

The manuscript has been improved but there are some remaining issues that need to be addressed before acceptance, as outlined below:

First of all, we are pleased that you could use our suggestions in this revision. In particular, it is important that you have added additional reasons for differences between experimental and observational studies and that you provided more explanations for the predicted and observed effects between climate change and soil nutrients in the Introduction and Discussion, respectively.

There is one major point that we are still struggling with, and, apparently, some of your co-authors do as well. It is what we referred to previously as the across-study analyses E2 and O2. It is not clear how you compare them in the paragraphs that are marked yellow in the main text and in the many supplements (not marked). E2 analyzes effects of variation between experimental studies in site temperature and precipitation on response ratios of nutrient concentrations found between treatment and control within the different individual studies. In contrast, O2 analyzes effects of between -- plus within-study variation in site temperature and precipitation on values of nutrient concentrations. It would be possible to use the sites of the experimental studies as an observational gradient and analyze values of nutrient concentrations found at these sites, without reference to the experiments. I am not sure if this was done, but it would probably not make much sense. Another, more sensible possibility, which was not done, would be to analyze the variation between observational studies in site temperature and precipitation on slopes of nutrient concentrations against climatic variables within the different individual studies. This would then be comparable with E2.

Indeed, you should also add the legend words response ratios and slopes to your [Figures 2](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}--[4](#fig4){ref-type="fig"} (as you did in [Figure 2---figure supplement 1](#fig2s1){ref-type="fig"}). Even though these are different, they can be compared in a meta-analysis of meta-data (a meta-meta-analysis). But you don\'t have to do this because it can also be done visually with [Figures 2](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}-4.

Relating to the previous two paragraphs, we suggest that you remove most of your supplementary material because it does not add to your main message and only confuses those who might actually look at this material. What is much more important is that you provide the data in an easily accessible way so that interested readers can recreate themselves such material as you wanted to present in the supplementary material.

Another point that you must clarify is how your two own observational data sets are contributing to the analysis. Are these two studies two of the 141 observational ones? If yes, say so, if no, explain how many studies the two studies represented of the 141 or if they were actually added to the 141. You could also consider to use particular symbols for these data sets in the figures.

\[Editors\' note: further revisions were requested prior to acceptance, as described below.\]

Thank you for resubmitting your work entitled \"Experimental and observational studies find contrasting soil nutrient responses to climate change\" for further consideration at *eLife*. Your revised article has been favorably evaluated by Ian Baldwin (Senior editor) and Bernhard Schmid (Reviewing editor).

The manuscript has been improved but there are some remaining issues that need to be addressed before acceptance, as outlined in the track changes and comments in the attached version. We agree that it is not necessary anymore to analyze the slopes as a function of mean climatic variables of the observational studies. Instead it is fine to simply present the overall multiple regressions. It is also not necessary to show Spearman rank correlation results and we have deleted those parts. However, we think it makes sense to add [Figure 7](#fig7){ref-type="fig"} because it actually strengthens your case, in particular because it shows the declines of C and N with MAT better than does the overall analysis of the observational studies.

Please make sure you check if the aridity index in [Figure 6](#fig6){ref-type="fig"} and [Figure 7](#fig7){ref-type="fig"} is the same as the aridity gradient used in [Figure 3](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}. We think this is not the case and very confusing. If necessary, you should \"reverse\" the x-axis in [Figures 6](#fig6){ref-type="fig"}--[7](#fig7){ref-type="fig"} by using the same measure as in [Figure 3](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}. Like this the soil nutrients will be negatively correlated with decreased water supply as they should (you write in the Results \"Soil N and P concentrations decreased with increasing aridity...\").

10.7554/eLife.23255.013

Author response

Essential revisions:

The reviewers agree that the data and analyses are great but the introduction and especially the interpretation lack precision and depth. These are aspects that can be improved with additional study in a revision.

1\) A major point is the comparison between experimental and observational studies. These differ for principal reasons that should be outlined in the introduction, for example referring to similar comparisons in the area of biodiversity-productivity relationships or invasion-biodiversity relationships. Comparisons in these two areas have also sometimes found contrasting responses that could be related to different cause-effects relationships. For the present manuscript, time scale is one among several potential reasons for the differences between observational and experimental studies. For example, we do not know whether experimental studies of much longer duration would lead to response patterns that are more similar to those from observational studies. A caveat of the observational studies used in the meta-analysis is that often they may not have been designed as climate change studies, allowing potential confounding effects to influence results. Perhaps the most striking one would be the change of the vegetation composition along gradients (e.g. if legumes come in this could affect soil N irrespective of precipitation, drought or temperature). This caveat should be mentioned along with the potential confounding effects which might be as important as the difference in time-scale between experimental and observational studies. In this context, it is clear that experimental studies give more consistent results than observational studies.

We acknowledge these comments, and have expanded the Introduction and Discussion sections to accommodate them.

To better justify that the contrasting results between E1 and O1 may indeed be due to different time-scales and not to the problem of reversed causalities or third variables in observational studies, you should provide focused hypotheses for E1 and O1. Rather than hypothesizing \"that different mechanisms are involved\", you should suggest those mechanisms and back these suggestions up with references. You should then come back to these mechanisms and discuss them in more detail in the Discussion, using/reviewing for example what the authors of those studies that entered the meta-analysis had suggested.

In this revision, we have included your suggestions in the sections of Introduction (paragraph two) and Discussion (paragraph seven).

2\) The cross-study analyses E2 and O2 could help to interpret the differences between experimental and observational studies. However, these cross-study analyses have to be better introduced and justified. Again, you should suggest specific hypotheses and then interpret the results along those hypotheses. In the manuscript, you should make it clear when which analyses are being presented: E1 (response ratios), E2 (variation in response ratios across studies), O1 (regression slopes for single gradients), O2 (regressions across studies) all in the Materials and methods section and Results section.

According to your suggestions, we have made them clear in the sections of Introduction, Material & methods and Results.

3\) [Figure 1](#fig1){ref-type="fig"} should be simplified or omitted. As it stands there are many potential problems with this figure and several arrows could be added or reversed. For example, where an arrow goes from photosynthesis to plant growth, this implies that it is the process of photosynthesis that is affected by temperature and water availability, and that this then affects plant growth. Physiologists have known for a long time that growth is far more sensitive to water availability and temperature than photosynthesis is. Photosynthesis responds, because it is affected by growth (feedback). The way the link is presented between the two processes is fundamentally wrong, but it is also not relevant for your paper to include photosynthesis and stomatal activity in the figure because you do not talk about it. Additionally, many other compartments without further use in the paper could be combined. What do you mean by \"Other climates\"?

More attention should be given to terminology throughout the paper. For example, the sentence starting in the Discussion section paragraph three tells us that \"higher plant productivity\" results from \"higher accumulation of biomass\". Say precisely what you mean by these terms.

This figure has been removed based on your suggestion.

4\) The title could be more specific by saying \"soil nutrient responses\" instead of only \"responses\". The word \"contrary\" could be replaced by \"contrasting\", reflecting a more in-depth discussion in the paper of the reasons why it was to be expected that experimental and observational studies should provide different insights into responses to climate change. The paper will have a higher impact if it helps to resolve rather than simply state a contrast. The short running title should better reflect the main work.

As you mentioned for the two approaches, neither is a perfect surrogate for climate change. We cannot say which is right or wrong. Different approaches just tell us different things and we need to do a better job of laying those out, e.g. when and where each approach may be informative. Experiments may tell us short-term responses (years to decades) prior to coincident shifts in plant or microbial composition which may counteract the short-term responses; so these may be better for predicting responses given our current plants and soils; observational gradients may better tell us what happens over a longer time frame when multiple aspects of the system have had a chance to adjust. According to your suggestion, we have changed the title and added more discussion (Discussion paragraphs five and seven) in this revised version.

\[Editors\' note: further revisions were requested prior to acceptance, as described below.\]

\[...\]

There is one major point that we are still struggling with, and, apparently, some of your co-authors do as well. It is what we referred to previously as the across-study analyses E2 and O2. It is not clear how you compare them in the paragraphs that are marked yellow in the main text and in the many supplements (not marked).

We have re-organized the text and clarified it accordingly in this revised version.

E2 analyzes effects of variation between experimental studies in site temperature and precipitation on response ratios of nutrient concentrations found between treatment and control within the different individual studies. In contrast, O2 analyzes effects of between -- plus within-study variation in site temperature and precipitation on values of nutrient concentrations. It would be possible to use the sites of the experimental studies as an observational gradient and analyze values of nutrient concentrations found at these sites, without reference to the experiments. I am not sure if this was done, but it would probably not make much sense.

Using the controls from experiments should lead to similar conclusions that we reached using the observational dataset, but with a lower resolution (due to lower number of samples). According to your suggestion, we have now added a new Figure by repeating observational analyses but only using the control from all experiments instead of all observational data (see Results paragraph four; p29, [Figure 7](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}).

In addition, as you mentioned, E2 analyzes the changes in response rations whereas O2 analyzes nutrients with climate variables. So the slopes of E2 and O2 are different things. We therefore have now removed Table 3.

Another, more sensible possibility, which was not done, would be to analyze the variation between observational studies in site temperature and precipitation on slopes of nutrient concentrations against climatic variables within the different individual studies. This would then be comparable with E2.

This point is unclear for us. We are not sure if you want us to study slopes in observations of each site, i.e., calculate the slope of nutrient concentration relative to temperature and precipitation range within each site, and then plot these slopes versus the corresponding temperature and precipitation of each site. However, for spatially observational studies, there is only one observation at each site, i.e., only one *x* value for each *y* value at each site. Therefore, it is impossible to calculate slope at each site. Similarly, we can\'t get a slope at each site for experimental studies. We have instead calculated the slopes for different individual observational studies (not for each site) along the corresponding environmental gradients. That is to say, there is one slope for one gradient observation along several climate data for one study. We got various slopes from different individual studies and used *bootMer* in *lme4* package to get a grand-mean slope, as shown in [Figures 2](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}--[4](#fig4){ref-type="fig"}. The overall slope, as shown in [Figure 6](#fig6){ref-type="fig"}, can be drawn by using all data from all studies for all sites. We are not sure if you mean that the slope of the relationship between climate and nutrients does not work for quadratic relationships. In that case, we have calculated the Spearman correlation between climate and nutrients in order to reduce your concern. We will be happy to test any other relationship you had in mind for us not fully test.

Indeed, you should also add the legend words response ratios and slopes to your [Figures 2](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}--[4](#fig4){ref-type="fig"} (as you did in [Figure 2---figure supplement 1](#fig2s1){ref-type="fig"}). Even though these are different, they can be compared in a meta-analysis of meta-data (a meta-meta-analysis). But you don\'t have to do this because it can also be done visually with [Figures 2](#fig2){ref-type="fig"}--[4](#fig4){ref-type="fig"}.

We have added these legend words accordingly.

Relating to the previous two paragraphs, we suggest that you remove most of your supplementary material because it does not add to your main message and only confuses those who might actually look at this material. What is much more important is that you provide the data in an easily accessible way so that interested readers can recreate themselves such material as you wanted to present in the supplementary material.

According to your suggestion, we have removed most of these supplementary material, especially the supplementary tables and figures that may confuse readers.

Another point that you must clarify is how your two own observational data sets are contributing to the analysis. Are these two studies two of the 141 observational ones? If yes, say so, if no, explain how many studies the two studies represented of the 141 or if they were actually added to the 141. You could also consider to use particular symbols for these data sets in the figures.

According to your suggestion, we have clarified that the 141 observations included our two data sets. Also, in this new version, we have used particular symbols for our data sets (see [Figure 1](#fig1){ref-type="fig"}).

\[Editors\' note: further revisions were requested prior to acceptance, as described below.\]

The manuscript has been improved but there are some remaining issues that need to be addressed before acceptance, as outlined in the track changes and comments in the attached version. We agree that it is not necessary anymore to analyze the slopes as a function of mean climatic variables of the observational studies. Instead it is fine to simply present the overall multiple regressions. It is also not necessary to show Spearman rank correlation results and we have deleted those parts. However, we think it makes sense to add [Figure 7](#fig7){ref-type="fig"} because it actually strengthens your case, in particular because it shows the declines of C and N with MAT better than does the overall analysis of the observational studies.

According to your suggestion, we have removed that table and kept that figure as you mentioned above.

Please make sure you check if the aridity index in [Figure 6](#fig6){ref-type="fig"} and [Figure 7](#fig7){ref-type="fig"} is the same as the aridity gradient used in [Figure 3](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}. We think this is not the case and very confusing. If necessary, you should \"reverse\" the x-axis in [Figures 6](#fig6){ref-type="fig"}--[7](#fig7){ref-type="fig"} by using the same measure as in [Figure 3](#fig3){ref-type="fig"}. Like this the soil nutrients will be negatively correlated with decreased water supply as they should (you write in the Results \"Soil N and P concentrations decreased with increasing aridity...\").

According to your suggestion, we have re-drawn the two figures by changing aridity index to aridity (see revised [Figures 6](#fig6){ref-type="fig"} and [7](#fig7){ref-type="fig"}). The related text has also been revised accordingly (Results paragraph four).

[^1]: These authors contributed equally to this work.
